Introduction
Comics have the potential to improve the quality of life of people who engage in comics creation or reading, and to transform attitudes, awareness, and behaviour around social issues; comics can create new opportunities for practitioners and audiences (Cardiff University 2014). Non-fiction comics, defined by Nina Mickwitz as ' comics which take the real (as an experiential and socio-historical category)
as their subject ' (Mickwitz 2014: 14; Mickwitz 2016) have been increasingly embraced within journalism (Priego 2009; Polgreen 2014; Wang 2016) medicine and health care (Williams 2011 (Williams , 2012 Farthing and Priego 2016a, 2016b) and law (Giddens 2015) .
Fairly recently, comics have been well received amongst science communication audiences and publishers as a form of science journalism, in particular (Diamond et al 2012; Keller and Neufeld 2014; Cho 2015; Monastersky and Sousanis 2015) .
Researchers have turned to comics as valid outputs for displaying research findings in print and online publications that can lead to the wider adoption of such research and can influence public policy. By arguing that comics creation is a 'way of thinking', comics have also become academic outputs in their own right (Sousanis 2015a (Sousanis , 2015b Labarre 2015) . According to Erin Polgreen, ' comic book narratives can work across platforms, engage younger, more visually oriented readers, and transcend cultural borders, ' (2014: 12) . Polgreen cites cognitive scientist Neil Cohn:
'the evidence is fairly clear that sequential images (usually plus text) are an effective teaching tool ' (2014: 13) . Indeed, it is today almost common-place to state that This article seeks to document and encourage further knowledge-exchange between the higher education sector and comics practitioners, and between researchers using comics in their research or as a means to disseminate their own research and those scholars who research comics as their main object of study. 
Methods
This interview was conducted on a shared Google document; it was coordinated on the the social media platform Twitter between 5 November and 3 December 2016.
The interview was semi-structured and both interviewer and interviewee were given an opportunity to edit their contributions to the conversation. References and hyperlinks wre added by both interviewer and interviewee. The text of the interview has been shared below with informed consent and approval from the interviewee. Education which investigated the impact of student debt on graduate expectations and decision-making. This project saw us interview 50 final year undergraduates in 2014, all of whom had paid the lower tuition fees (£3000 per year). We then interviewed a comparable group of 50 final year undergraduates in 2015, the difference being that these students had paid higher tuition fees (£9000 per year) and incurred much higher levels of debt. We were then able to conduct a comparative analysis to assess in what ways changes to the student finance system are affecting final year students' expectations and decision-making about what they do and where they go after graduating. The SRHE research report (Vigurs et al 2016a) was deposited at STORE -Staffordshire Online Repository.
EP: How did you get interested in comics?
KV: I became interested in comics for research dissemination and public engagement purposes last year when I came across an example of a research-informed comic strip, by illustrators Chloe and Owen Roach, to communicate the findings of the 'At What Cost?' a study on the financial costs of homelessness conducted by Nicholas Pleace (Centre for Housing Policy, University of York, UK) for Crisis UK, the national charity for single homeless people (Pleace, 2015) . The comic strip of Kelly's story can be seen on Crisis UK's blog (Say 2015; Figure 1 ).
I thought it was a powerful, engaging and efficient way to communicate an important message that stemmed from research findings. The use of the comic genre and being in a digital format meant that it had the potential to quickly reach a much wider audience than a traditional research report on its own.
When we were analysing the students' interview transcripts for the SRHE project, we commented several times on how visual the students' descriptions were of financial anxieties. For example, one interviewee described the debt as 'hanging there like a black cloud'. However, as we had not foreseen this when writing the original funding application, and as none of the research team had had previous The artists were brilliantly professional and so skilled. I was able to learn a lot from them in terms of the design process and they also helped me to see the interviewees' stories in a new light. I would argue that any initial translation challenges were shortlived. We developed an incredibly productive working relationship that benefited the research project in terms of widening the scope for public engagement and I would also say it's the best professional development I've ever had. EP: I totally agree. It seems to me we need to break down silos, not only between researchers and the public but also between institutions, disciplines, departments. In which ways would you say comics could contribute to this kind of "impact"?
EP:

KV:
Well, I'm already convinced of the value that can be created when researchers and comic artists work together on producing and curating research-informed materials for public engagement and dissemination, but I'm now also thinking that comics as social research method (in terms of data collection and probably analysis too) could be a really interesting development. I'm going to look for future opportunities that can involve a comic-based researcher in a project team from the beginning of a study, rather than just at the end for engagement and dissemination purposes.
I think this sort of interdisciplinary working could be really fruitful! I'll let you know when I've had chance to give it a go! EP: I definitely look forward to it! We've also been working along those lines too and hopefully soon there will be many more of us being aware of each other and collaborating-I hope many more of us will eventually become more visible within 'non-comics' networks.
It would be an interesting exercise to map the networks of a number of academics in both ' comics' and 'non-comics' circles to look at where points of creative collision and collaboration could easily take place. As a personal starting point, I'd be really keen to meet those in ' comics networks' who are interested in visually representing issues that link to topics like higher education, social class, unemployment, schooling, poverty, etc. I wonder if there's a special issue or edited book of some kind to be developed that pairs academics from both ' comics' and 'non-comics networks' to write/illustrate pieces on different aspects of social disadvantage? I'd definitely be interested in such a cross-disciplinary project.
Finally, I want to thank my colleagues at Staffordshire University, Dr Alke GroppelWegener and Gareth Cowlin, for their help and support on the research-informed comic project. I also want to thank the four student artists (now graduated) for their excellent work and for teaching me much about the comics process. And a big thank you to Staffordshire University for providing the funding to make the comic happen! It was a huge, collaborative initiative, and it was definitely worth it. (HEFCE 2014a (HEFCE , 2014b ). An important emphasis on these case studies was the educational and public engagement uses of comics, which can in turn contribute to a body of evidence of research's public impact beyond academia.
Further Reflections
Though there are differences between presenting comics as a primary output of research and using comics to disseminate research produced in more 'traditional' forms, both processes imply the recognition of the specific affordances of comics as a form. There is still much to do in terms of enhancing knowledge exchange practices between comics and academic communities. Previous research has found that further efforts are needed to establish the processes, literacies and affordances required to forge stronger links between higher education and comics producers (Farthing and Priego 2016a).
Moreover, there is a need for better understanding of both the inner-workings of research and scholarly practices in different disciplines (such as authorship cultures and peer review and citation practices) and the specific practices and discourses of comics making (this includes best practices of authorial attribution in comics work). Higher Fees, Higher Debts reveals that comics can be used to foster institutional interdisciplinary collaboration and to contribute to the development of students' programme-specific skillsets. Strictly speaking, the comic displays formal limitations that will be apparent to experienced comics readers, making a case for future knowledge-exchange activities between comics scholars, comics practitioners, students and researchers interested in using comics to communicate their research.
In terms of research data management, there is still work to do in order to ensure that research outputs distributed online as comics or multimedia form enable text searching, copying and pasting and are optimised for search engine/repository discoverability. The text in comics published as flat images, unless it is published in outputs with fully detailed metadata and text encoding, runs the risk of remainining undiscovered and uncited (Walsh 2012).
As a research-informed publication in comics form, Higher Fees, Higher
Debts should be considered not merely as a public engagement or dissemination mechanism, but as an academic output on its own right, to which the artists contributed significantly. It constitutes valuable evidence that comics in higher education go beyond the relatively limited confines of comics scholarship, and makes an important contribution to the increasing corpus of non-fiction comics informed by research.
Competing Interests
The author declares that they have no competing interests. The author is editor- 
